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Researcher who found 
’gay gene’ sets media straight 


By Joan Smith 

OF THE EXAMINER STAFF 


In July 1993, an obscure geneticist at the National Cancer 
Institute named Dean Hamer published a study suggesting a 
genetic basis for homosexuality and became, for a time, one of 
the most sought-after interviewees in America. 

Headlines heralding Hamer's supposed discovery of a "gay 
gene" ranged from the customarily reductive (USA Today: "Is 
There A Gay Gene?") to the customarily ridiculous (National 
Enquirer: "Simple Injection Will Let Gay Men Turn Straight, 
Doctors Report"). 

Reporters rushed to stir up the old nature-nurture war. Is 
homosexuality genetic or is it the result of experience? 
Hamer's work was assumed to place him squarely in the 
genetic camp. Critics on the right condemned the study as an 
attempt to condone homosexuality. One man wrote accusing 
Hamer of trying to "legitimize a purely moral question through 
science." 

Other critics, citing the use the Nazis made of genetic 
information, feared Hamer's work might lead to genetic testing 
for homosexuality, with consequences ranging from the 
abortion of potentially gay babies and genetic Job screening to 
attempts to "cure" homosexuality through genetic engineering. 

But the media - with some help from Hamer - had set up a 
false dichotomy. In his new book, "The Science of Desire: The 
Gay Gene and the Biology of Behavior," co-authored with 
journalist Peter Copeland and published by Simon & Schuster, 
Hamer makes a for more modest claim for a genetic link to 
homosexuality than either his subtitle or last year's flurry of 
media coverage might suggest. 

What Hamer and his research team discovered was, first, that 
the 40 pairs of gay brothers they interviewed had more gay 
male relatives on the maternal side of the family than chance 
alone would have predicted. Then, looking at the chromosomes 
the gay men had inherited from their mothers the scientists 
discovered that 33 of the 40 pairs of brothers had identical 
DNA markers at a specific location on the X chromosome, 
again far more than could be accounted for by chance. 

The work is suggestive, but as Hamer said during an interview 
last week, there is no evidence for a single gene that causes 
homosexuality. 

"There is no gay gene," he said flatly. "It's not like a light 
switch. What we're looking for is more likely to be comparable 
to a dimmer that turns things up or down." 


Unknown influence 

As Hamer and Copeland write in "The Science of Desire," 
they found only that there is strong evidence for the existence 
of a gene in the Xq28 region of the X chromosome that 
influences male sexual orientation. But they have no idea what 
that influence might be. 

"Our study was not designed to address the role of the Xq28 
locus in the population at large or even among all gay men." 

There are many questions that remain to be answered, they 
write, not only the exact location of the gene itself but what 
fraction of gay and heterosexual men in the population carry it, 
what its different effects might be, what other genes and 
nongenetic factors influence sexual orientation, and what roles 
those factors might play. 

Hamer said he is frustrated by critics who "misinterpret what 
we've said to support their points of view. The fact is that we do 



not just one gene but probably many different genes and other 
factors as well. 

"I am a geneticist so I study genes, but that doesn't mean that 
I believe genes account completely for something as complex as 
human sexual behavior." 

Hamer said that, because there is no single gene determining 
homosexuality, he is not worried about the possible use of 
genetic testing to persecute gays. "There is never going to be a 
gay gene test because it's not a simple genetic trait. Besides, 
medical testing is highly regulated. There are many different 
ways to insure that it isn't misused." 


Not much research 

While preparing to do his own study, Hamer surveyed the 
ground that had already been covered, and was shocked at the 
paucity of research material. 

"We don't know what people do in bed or why they do it," he 
said. "Sexuality is considered too controversial and it's often 
considered too controversial and it's often considered weak 
science because it involves so much social science of the 
Redbook, Cosmopolitan and Playboy variety. 

"And there are too many variables. It's not like figuring out 
what makes your eyes blue or green. And there's a real dearth 
of funding when it comes to basic science like we're doing. 
We're not, after all, trying to cure a disease." 

Hamer, 43, is now working on a second book based on a study 
of lesbian sisters. "We're finding that there is not nearly as 
much of a gulf between gay and straight as there is for men," 
he said. 

"And so far there is no clear-cut genetic pattern, but we have 
to do more research. We're not sure if it doesn't exist or if we 
haven't looked hard enough. But from as evolutionary point of 
view you would certainly expect there to be differences between 
men and women who, after all, have different genetic aims." 

It has been reported that Hamer, who recently lectured to first- 
year Harvard medical students about the necessity of asking 
their patients about their sexual histories and orientations, is 
himself openly gay. But be declined to discuss his own sexual 
orientation. 

"My private life is really quite separate from this," he said. "I 
thing the whole purpose of the scientific method is to look at 
what is. There is no way of predicting from a scientist's 
personal life what his scientific viewpoint will be." 






^^ M: rjr<The Examiner^ 
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Asy ° j 


mmmm, ia#a^-, mmm ^ am 








i?i .t4i ffl 



June 01 - August 31 1995 






Wt!fil5:^,^lfflaiH}f*i—®< mVciiM > 

'■ I1*>4^'L' j WK*, ° 35:^SI^^«3S2^#tL^, ffl 






^ X 

'f' ^ ° ^:Si, lij J»1 '* ib ^lL>— 'fl'W.ifh!L ° rfij , tt'§’ ^ 

mij 


mAH ! j 

entail. mm^mmm.mmm, -biat^, ' sib ' 

O 

• ^MASA, MA^Asi; MS 

A—#—IMtt, A—MWAlifch 


° Rttt*gAA,5l:^f^ATO?^)^, ShuMA'W : ' 

mmic, fl*LAT^AS^/L'?2; iUAAA&^^^A^SMAM » 

AifchsssM^., mmm±WMm,W'bmM^ 

^m'mj APAAWs^Y^, -»m», mmB'imn 

MEf, iaA#iJ?S, MMS, ?:^Itt.AHM^'ptAMAS+®A 

II, ^WjM, . BZ, AWMIffiSIffl, 

sAH3h® ° PJB#, AAAS^MM't'l^‘’I ? li#|iJ35'^K)?S7X7S#M>>I ? SS^.iteAEB'iilH 
Mnp Mfll^j : {HS^mE+fBNMS^ Mm “I? 


-drr 

;CiiN 

















ri^^Mmi)S)i#j nmmmmwmmm ° 

05 ?gR. ¥±m^ mm^m ^mm^bmmj m±mn^ 

am. mj^^wmjEmm r>c?a^ij m±mn - mm mmj 



























^XX/Jn^j R r Queer Sisterj 


l^±MW tj f^^Michael, 1986^^Ji.91^^i£W.S^^Si|^#M.lllim 


Horizon fi^Xaviour^7T^,^#i91^1lR|^tz:l^i.A.i^iif^'®fS^l7lli^ 

^^SitfxM1SBvM(support groups) “ ^AE—#Ailf4S 


^ B wxm.im n 


Juiian+AM#fi#itAE—ti0^SA7A,Af*^A.5^AA)^iz:-'{mffili , 

ASatsangaf7#ia.Sii . "Rflj l^3i:;^93A.aAM:^AA|tA±H,Mf^$ 


t-#:^Jack 

AAj (come out) fMftef^>:^ • ’’ gay liberationgfi'^ 






?RAM^^Erg^6^RAaBI,^isj7tg^±i5^7[5]Pf|g:fi7[f7)S ° 
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Julian^. ''RMj Pil^1W?5i j 


pijHorizonrS^^MDericklatB.SJ^N^Mill^E#'^ 




Queer Sister&^Marianfifjfcbia^^^l^. ° 


J H— 


i8 


"^1 




YOU DON'T THINK MAYBE THIS 
COULD HA VE WAITED TILL AETEK THE 
COMMITMENT STAGE? 

























iZ, mJ^-0-^ ” tM^ 4/?(§4 U. ‘ itMi^k 

-tj5C ° 

7t/i-v-££}(£^bj), MfAt, Mm 


B m 




1995-^6 n25^ 


14:00 


M. « 1^‘f^ 


Wallace Wong ^ 

R fWlJg|10{E^# nm 


44.fi: mmt?^ 

*M-iiiB.m ^‘ ##■, ' 4f#4'4f3^ 

7t7fj:43rBVr. ^Aiim:MMmm! 
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KnfIRGING ASIAN/AtJSTRAl.IAN 
LKSBIAN AND GA'i COnMUNITIES 

CONFERENCE ANNOUNCEMENT & CALL FOR PAPERS 
Australian Centre for Lesbian and Gay Research, 

University of Sydney International Conference 
29-30 SEPTEMBER 1995 
Venue : Wesley College, University of Sydney 
Contact: 

Stephanie Cooke, Conference Secretariat 
Dept, of Behavioural Sciences 

University of Sydney ^ J 

P.O. Box 70. Udcombe, NSW2141 


Hong Kong Players 


A romantic,and hilarious evening of 
comedy and drama that exanrnnes the 
age old issues of self-identity and culture 
clash (with a bold new twist or two)! 

- ife* ^1-flf 4<I w *1, a !il, =5-* « ^ » 

4 -. 


Date g ^ June 27-July 01 1995 
Timesf 8 p.m. 

Studio Theatre 
of the Fringe Club 

$100 General 

$75 Fringe Club Members 

For further information'll 


James Gill 2812 0285 


DRAMAi^ilJ 


Hong Kong Players 
in association with 
Chung Ying Theatre 


Hong Kong 
Memeries 

(in English) 
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